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Betancourt Unruffled 

Says Neither His Party , Election Loser , 

Nor Venezuela Democracy Suffered 


By Lewis H. Diuguid 

Washington Post Staff Writer 

CARACAS, Dee. 7— “The 
democratic game is a little 
like baseball,” Romulo Be- 
tancourt said yesterday. 
“The pitches keep on com- 
ing.” 

The founding statesman 
of modern Venezuela em- 
phasized that in his opinion 
neither his country’s evolv- 
ing democracy nor his own 
Democratic Action Party 
had struck out in this week’s 
presidential election. 

But the Democratic Ac- 
tion, because it could not 
hold together, did lose the 
election and the party sys- 
tem in general disintegrated 
into microfactions. One of 
the big winners was former 
dictator Marcos Perez Jime- 
nez, who was elected to the 
Senate from the Caracas dis- 
trict. 

‘Violence Was Verbal’ 
Nevertheless Betancourt 
saw much to please him. He 
said the election showed the 
“great maturity of the Vene- 
zuelan people. The only vio- 
lence was verbal . . . and 
they carried out their elec- 
toral responsibility with a 
carnival happiness.” 
Betancourt, 60, invited 
several U.S. newsmen into 
his house and, over water- 
melon punch, offered them 
the perspective of his 40 
years in politics. 

The first freely elected 
president to complete a 
term here, Betancourt won 
in 1958 with 49 per cent of 
the vote. Running a poor 
third then was the same So- 
cial Christian candidate who 
is the apparent winner this 
year — Rafael Caldera. 

The Democratic Action 
Party built by Betancourt, 


led Venezuela’s conversion 
from a bullet-riddled fief of 
Latin strongmen into a fast- 
growing and free-politicking 
example for the continent. 
Asked to explain the fall in 
the Party’s fortunes this 
week, he indirectly blamed 
Luis Beltran Prieto. This 
long - time associate left 
Democratic Action to run on 
his own ticket following the 
nomination of Gunzalo Bar- 
rios, who was selected by 
Betancount. 

Par from accepting the ac- 
cusation that he had se- 
lected the wrong man, Be- 
tancourt said the elections 
showed Barrios to be the 
Party’s best vote-getter. The 
efforts by Prieto to pull 
left-leaning Democratic Ac- 
tion and other supporters to 
his own ticket brought him 
less than 20 per cent of the 
total vote. 

Democratic Action’s 10- 
year rule has seen other 
splits to the left and sur- 
vived them, and Betancourt 
indicated that the loss this 
time could result in an im- 
proved Democratic Action 
Party. 

Need for Organization 

One need, he said, is bet- 
ter organization, the strong 
point of the rival Social 
Christian (Copei) Party. 

“Democratic Action needs' 
to bring in a larger number 
of independents who are 
now outside but close to the 
Party,” he said. “This gener- 
ation grew up under the 
Party, but nobody brings in 
his children.” 

He said that the factional 
breakdown of parties here is 
unfavorable to democratic 
development and he recom- 
mended a law requiring a 
relatively large number of 
members in any party that 
aspires to compete in elec- 
tions. This time there 'were 
33 tickets in congressional 
races. 

Betancourt said he was 


not surprised by the return 
to influence of Perez Jime- 
nez, dictator here from 
1948 — when he overthrew 
the first Democratic Action 
government — to 1958. 

Perez Jimenez’s Support 

Those who benefited from 
the dictator’s efforts to turn 
the capital into a show win- 
dow still support Perez Ji- 
menez, he continued, saying: 

“The truth is that in’ the 
cities of Latin America 
there is a species of Roman 
plebeians. There is ia similar 
phenomenon in Peru with 
Odrai, in Colombia with 
Rojas Panilla and in Argen- 
tina where among the shirt- 
less ones the prestige of 
Peron is still strong.” 

All of these former dicta- 
tors have maintained im- 
pressive urban followings 
years after their ouster by 
seemingly popular move- 
ments. 

Betancourt said he was 
convinced that no lasting 
political movement of any 
strength would build up 
around Perez Jimenez. But 
he added: “I do not discard 
the idea that we have con- 
tributed to this phenome- 
non.” He said that the politi- 
cal parties and the free 
press, when they overstress 
the nation’s failings, shake 
confidence. 

Example of Wallace 

“There are people who 
lose faith in democracy,” he 
said, citing the vote-drawing 
power of George Wallace as 
an example. 

Of the military, Betan- 
court, who has been the 
most insistent foe of mili- 
tary government in the hem- 
isphere, said “we have taken 
care of the military problem 
here, but it remains a grave 
problem for other coun- 
tries.” When he was Presi- 
dent, Betancourt was said to 
have known the first names 
and interventionist tenden- 
cies of every officer in the 
30,000-man armed forces. 


